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TEIEVfSION AUDIENCE EROSION TO CABLE: TO WHAT EFFECT?

Abstract

This study examines the threat of distant—signal pmgrarmd.ng to
local television programming and the rélationship between television
use and comimity involvement. A significant share of Humboldt
County television viewers are diverting to distant-signal local

news programs rather than watching the local news programs. This
study did not find much supporting evidence for the hypotheslzed
1ink between diversion from local news programs and less cmmunity
involvement and logal political participation.




TELEVISION AUDIENCE EROSION TO CABLE: TO WHAT EFFECT?

According to Nielsen's latest figures, 29.3 million homes in
the Unlited States now have eable televisiong that represents 3?
bercent if the estimated 83.8 million homes with television in
the U.S. _ Arbitron's figures, which
are consistently lower, show only 30 percent cable penétration.

The number of cable subscribers jJumped 26 percent over the
past year and a recent Doyle Dane Bernbach study projects dramatic
growth for cable television in the next decade: DDB predicts the
cable penetration figure to rise to 36,3 million (42 percent) by
1985 and 57.3 million (60 percent) by 1990.2

One significant reason for the attractiveness of cable _
~television systems is that they provide vlewers with offerings not
available from local VHF'and UHF channels offered over air. (A
historical note: in'196b, the averéée American television household
couldvreceive 5.7 television stations; by‘1982, that figure had
grown to 9.2. If cable i? taken into account, the average household
has 10.6 channels of video programming to choose from. ) And when
‘television viewers have eccesg to programming other than from the

three networks, it is a safe prediction that viewers will reduce

their viewing of network programming.




‘revenues due to smaller audience shares. Many stations are imple-

<

Ellen Berland Sachar,’a New York media analyst with Goldman
Sachs, attributes network audience erosion which 1s already occurrihg

to several factors: increased channel capacity, apparent audlence

L4

preference for off—network seri;s indifference to new entries 1in ®
prime time on affiliated stations, and pay Bervices.u The Doyle

Dane Bernbachostudy cited earlier predicts the fall-off in netﬁork

shares (audience erosion) will continué: in 1980, the three network

audience share was 87 pércent; DDB predicts by 1990 it will be 65

percent. DDB also prediets the three network rating, which 1ﬁ 1980 ¢
- 5

v

was 51.9 pércent will continue to drop to 43.4 percent.

~

Diversion friT 1oca1 network stations to programming av&ilable

on cable systems obviously would reduce local station adverticing

{

L

menting new marketing programs in attempts to hold theif own againsg
high cable penefrgtion. The research iiteratufe suggests, however,
that the consequences of the.introduction of cable television syst?ma !
into a commuhity may not be only economic in nature. %
Conéider thelpossibility\of diversion from selected program
offerings on loéal VHF and UHF channels -~ 1in particulgr,‘diversion

from the local evening news programs. Before the iﬁtroduction of

cable, the, television viewer had 1little to choose from at 6 p.m.
excepp local news programs agd public television offerings. .

" After being hooked up to a cable system,_the television viewer
has a smorgasbord of choiées besides local news programs: nationally

originated cable'news, distant—gignal local news programs, cable

entertalinment offefings and pay serviges.

Research evidence of audience erosion for local news programs
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watching of all public affairs programming. Hi111 and Dyer also

after the introduction of cable systems shows that local-news

watching dropped after the introduction of gable, as well as

found that, of those cable viewergywho'watched any local news,

about 30 percent opted for a distant-signal local news program.
Therefore, if diversion from local television news programs 9

occurs, to what effect? Television viewing has been linked to

increasey awareness of candldates, public officials, 1ssues and

public polNtics, as well as politica}vefficacy'and political

activity:9 Since local news programs provides most of that type

o;ﬂgontent on television, \et is logical to predict that cable-

viewers diverted from local news will lag behind non—diverters in

knowledge about such content and in political partigipation.
Indeed, Hill and Dyer found diverters lagged behind non-diverters
in ability ‘to name the local mayor (difference not statistically

significant) and in having voted in the most recent local election
10

.(p<1.05). This evidence led to a replicatlon study of the

general hypotﬁésis that diversion qf cable viewers from’local news
programming will decrease thelr community ;nvolvement and local A
political participation.'

METHODOLOGY :

To investigate the extent of cable-related diversion from
local televi%kion news prégrams and the predicted link to decreased
community involvement and political participation, data were
collécted#from a random sample of residents of Humboldt County in
March, 1982. This area, 270 miles north of San Francisco, has two

local network stations which provide half-hour local news broadcasts

o
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at 6 and 11 p.m. (P.S.T.) and one pubiic television station. The

-county éable systeme provide additional access to distant-signal

local news programs from two Saﬁ.Francisco stations and one station
from Redding, Calif., as well as other entertainment content and
pay services. Importantly, non-subsé@bers cannot recelve any of
these distant-signal stations over air.

The random sample of 300 adults was selected from the county
telephoné directory because the low, widespread population of this
large county mgkes random-digit dialing unfeasible. All respondents
were interviewed whéther they had cable television systems or not.
The 1nterviews were conducted by trained ctudent interviewers
Monday through Thursday from 5 to 9 p.m. There was & 23 percent
refusal rate: |

H1ll and Dyer suggestéd that broader, more aensiq&e meagures
of* local civic- knowledge and participation be used 1h any follow-up
of their étudy.ll In their stﬁ%y of only subscribers to cable
téelevislon, "diverters" were operationalized as respondents who had
watched any distant-signal local news program during the evening

of the previous day. If respondents had watched a local station

news program, they were identified as "non-diverters." Those who

had not watched any local news were "non-watchers." Respondents

were then asked if they could name the local mayor and if they had
voted 1n the most recent local election.

This study used several measures of community 1nvo}vement and
16ca1 politipal participation used in studies of newspaper use énd
communiiy ties.12 Ir respondeﬁtg had cable, they were asked how often
they watched the news each week and which newo program(s) they

watched. All respondents were asked to rate: their interest in

, ; £




/7 . _ .
in local 1ssues, how informed they were on local issues, “their interest

in local politics, how often they voted 1n local elections, their
level of communilty 1nvolvement,'whether they volunteered in 1oca1
actlvitles, and the number of community- organizations to which they
beionged. Respon&en;s were also asked whether'they planngd on living
in the area one year atd five yeafs from now. Demographic data on
agé, education and 1ncome were alsgso collected along with preferred
sources of information on ¥?ca1 issues.
HYPOTHESES; ' : , | /

The specific hypothgses tested include:

H. 1: Cable viewers will divert from local news programming
to distant-signal local news programming.

H. 2: Diverters will® report a lower frequency of watching
news programs per week than non-diverters,

H. 3: Diverters will feport gignificantly less interest 1n
local 1ssues than non-diverters. )

H. 4: Diverters will rank themselves as significantly less
informed on local issueg than non-diverters.

H. 5: Diverters will report significantly less interest 1n
local politics than non-diverters,

H. 6: Diverters will report voting less frequently in local
elections than non-diverters.

H. 7: Diverters willl report significantly less community
: involvement than non-diverters.

H. 8: Diverters will report significantly fewer organizations
to which they belong than non-diverters.

H. 9:' Diverters will report aignifichhtly less volunteering
in the community than non-diverters.

- \

H. 10: Diverters will be significantly less 1likely to expect to
be living in their community next year than non-diverters.

H. 11: Diverters will be significantly less likely,/to expect to
be living in their community in five years than non-
diverters.
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RESULTS: ,
In this sample of 300 Humboldt C;unty residents, 53 bercent

of the respondents reported having cable television. Cable viewers

vere theh askea in a multiple-response question which news programs

they watched. Distant-signal local news programs were mentioned

in a significant share (41.8 percent) of the responses (Table 1),

which supports Hyp. 1. Of the 136 cable viewers who watéhed

television news, 22.8 percent watched only digtant-signal local news

programs; 50.0 percent'watched only local-station news progréms; and

i

27.2 percent watched both. Non-cable subscribers'were unable, of

course, to reieive distént—signél stations over . alir.
--~ ingsert Table 1 about here. ---

"Diverterd" were operationalizéd in two ways to test the
remaining hypotheses. First, all responden;s who were cable
subscribers,were operatlionalized as divergers, glven the likelihood
that come cable viewers would watch programming ofber than local
newg at 6 p.m. Non-cable subscribers were operationaliigd as
non-diverters. Cable subscribers and non-’——§\'subSCPiberé were
found to be similar In age, income and educatiéh. Botﬁggroubs also
reported gimilar preferred-sources of 1nformatiiﬁnén locél issues
(Table 2). Hypothesis two waé not tested due to data for non-
subsqvibers.-—- ingert Table 2 about here -—=-- /

In this first analysis; divérters (cable subgcribers) differed
significantly from non—diverterg‘ (non-subseribers) in lower
frequency of voting in locul elections (Hyp. 6) (p< .02) and 1in
lower personél involvement with the locaijcommunity (Hyp. 7) (p< .02)
(Table 3). These differences dicappeared, however, when interest '

in local polities was controlled for.

--= insert Table 3 about here =--

J




Since cable television viewer$ were asked how often they
watched the evehing news, it was possible to egamine the assumed
relationship between Qatching television news'and the variables
measuring commhnity invplvement and local political participation.
As Table 4 shows; among the subsample of cable subscribers, watching
news programs 1is significantly related to four out of six -of tbese
variables: interest in local issues (p< .02), how informed
respondents rated themselves on local issues (p< .03), how often »
they voted 1n local elections (p< .01), and, their EZported level
of community involvemené (p< .04). This evldence supports the
assumed reiationship betwéen local news program content and
commuriity involvement and local political participation,

Q-- insert Table U4 about here ---

In a second, more'rig&rous test of diQersion effects,‘fhose
réspondents who reported watching only distapt-signal local news
programs were o;erationalized as di§ertef§, while those respondents
who watched only the two local news programs were operationalized as

non-diverters. (This did result in small N-gizes, however.)

Diverters and non-diverters were found to be similar in age, income

and education, but diverters were legs likely to use television as a

source of information on local issues (Table 5). '

o

-==- 1ingert Table 5 about here =--

Diverters to distant-signal local news programs were lesd.,

" likely tojwatch news proérams each wéek (Hyp, 2) (p41.99) and to be
interested 1in local politics (Hyp. 4) {p<L .08). The difference in
interest in local pollties disappeared, however, when the frequency
of watching news programé was controlled for. Diverters -were

also less likely to expect to be living in Humboldt County in five -

Ly




.years (Hyp. 11) (p< .02) .(Table 6). , T
--- insert Table 6 abdﬁt here ---.
DISGUSSION:
" The. introduction of cable systems ciearly is contributing to
the emergence of segmented audiences'and a fall-off in netw&’k

audience shares. Much of the decline 1s due to viewer erosion to

13
distant-signal stations, non-network entertainmment and pay services. /

_ Audience erosion to distant-signal staéions caused by cable
television is espeéially a threat to local televis;on Journalism,
according to the fihdiqgs of é%is rééearch. A significant share
of Humboldt Cdunty cable subscriberg diverted to distant-signal
local wews programs rather than watch the local news programs.
Additional cable viewers no doubt were wétching non-news content
r;ther than local newg programs. .

th do cablersubscri§grs divert to distant-signal local news
programs? It 1s possible that they pay prefer the more expenglvely
produced and'perhaps more entertaiﬁing distant-signal local news
programs from the Bay aréa to the Humboldt County-oriented local
news programs. Perhaps the low-budget equipment and the entry-level
skills and ever-changing faces of Humboldt County local news program
personnel may be pontributing factors. The evidence thaé persons
who did not expect to be living in Humboldt County 1n five years =
were more likely to bg@iVerters alsé suggests that persons who are
highly mobile or who lack long-term éommitment to a community may

°

be less interested in local news programs, n

Since 1t 1s unlikely that there 1s much room for additional

television viewing, local television gtations are going to have to

use research and specia}ized‘prpgféhming -- egpeclally local sports

S




" and local news -- to differentiate themgelves in the market,
accordihg to Jack Tro;t,‘presldent of Trout and Ries Advertisrng.lu
éoverage of local news 1s somethiﬁg to which local stations are
uniquely well suited, and 2P1°h should provide one of their best
defenses against viewer diversion.15 Asg a"result many atafion and
group owners already are Improving their local news operationa and
i;creasing the amount of time .for local news and offering 1t at
expanded times.  This 1ic occurring,‘howeverg at the game timé as
cable systems are expanding into 6ffefing of local n;ws programs.ls 2
(Frank Mag 1d, of Mag fd and AssoCiatés, estimates the total number

17
of hours of televised news each week has doubled in the past year. )

In addition Jack Bowen of McHugh and Hoffman predicts di_fi‘erentL
typefof newscasts at different hours will abpea; -- 5 o'¢lock
nercasts tallored to'blue~collar workers and late-evening newscasts
prepared with white-collar workers 1in mind.lg8 Only time and further
audience-erosion research will reveal whether such efforts in local
television journalism will make a differenceo

As for the hypothecized 1link between diversion from local news
programu and less community involvement and local political ‘
participation, this research did noet find much supporting evidence. .
It 1s posgible that the hypothesized link 15 more complex than

envisioned or 1t may not exist at 'all. Since cable gystems Have not

been avallable in Humboldt County for very long, 1t ig possible ¢
L] @ . [

that may be an important factor to consider. The omall N-g'ze .

of the subgamples may also have masked the hypophesized relationshlp
T .

"in the statistical analysis. Additional regsearch will be necessary

@

to clarify and re-test the general hypothesis.

. ) ~l . )
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~ TABLE 1: Evening Loqa; NeWSquogam‘Watched Qy.cagler1ewers. *
“NEWS PROGRAM:- - .. - (py (%) IR
San Franciseco KRON - 51 - 23.2 - ’
San Francisco KPIX .. .26 11.8
. e . ) . ) ‘ .
Redding KRCR = - 15 . 6:8°
Eureka KIEM. ~ ~ . 66 - 30,0

Eureka KVIQ = = | 62 ’ 28,2

| B *Myltiple-respanse item.
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TABLE 2: Sources of Information About Local Issues For»Cable
. Television. Subscribers and Non-Subscribers.¥

» , CABLE
SOURCES: ' (£) (%)
Newspaper . 111 34.2
Television 94 f29;0
Radio ’ 51 15.7
Interpersonal 66 20.3
.Other . .3A - 0.9
324 100.0

*i ' *Multiple-fesponse item.

»

1 i

NON-CABLE
(f) < (%)
89 33.3
70 26.2
50 - 18.7
51 19.1
.7 2.6
267  100.0

" -
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TABLE 3= Community and Political Involvanent By Cable Viewers
' and Non-Cable Viewers. .

A

_Interest in N : . . :
local 1ssues ‘ » p= .170
\(INTISSUE). ) » = ) .

CHI SQUARE

- Informed on . - ' ‘ A '
local issues -~ “ . p=_l.715

(INFOISSUE)

Interest in .
. local polit;cs - ;. p= .372
(INTPOL) : X

Vote in » } - ' N o
local elections ' p= .020
(OFTVOTE) : ' - '

Leﬁel of community .
involvement p= .027
(INVOLVE) -

Communify organization ,
membership ORGANIZ) T p= .517

A
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TABLE 4: Relationship Between Watching News and Community and Political Involvement.

OFTNEWS INTISSUE INFOISSUE OFTVOTE INVOLVE ORGANIZ  INTPOL

Frequency of watching it .155 . . .148 184 138 .073 .023
news (OFTNEWS) p= .026 p= .032 p= .010 p= .042: p= .181 p= .389
Interest in local L LN .384 .365 .252 .062 437
1ssues (INTISSUE) , p= .001 p= .001 p= .001 p= .001 ©p= .001
Informed on local A 3L - .326 .310 .124 L3148
- 1ssues (INFOISSUE) ' p= .001 p= .001 p= .063 p= .00]
‘Vote in local c 2T .216 .109 .372
elections (OFTVOTE) . p= .003 p= .090 pP=.00L
Level of community : AL .293 229
involvement (INVOLVE) . ’ p= .001 p= .001
Community organization . o o AL 2%
membership (ORGANIZ) . p= .003
Interest in loéal ‘Q - ‘ ‘ bl
politics (INTPOL) L

: 5 .

~.¥;‘I;~V
) 1 o;.

16 ) | .




TABLE 5: Sources of Information About Local Issues For Diverters
to Distant-Signal Local News and Non-Diverters, ##

DIVERTERS .. Non-DIVERTERS
(£) (%) (£) &)
SOURCES :
Newspaper 21 38.8 U7 32.1
Television 11 20, 3% 48 . 32,8
Radio 10 18.5 24 16. 4
Interpersonal 11 20.3 26 - 17.8
Other 1 1.8 1 0.6
5§ 100.0 156 100.0
. . \\W
p<£ .05 | S ,
* - : '
Multiple-response item,
»
Fl
¢
\
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TABLE 6: . Différeneea in Levels of .
Community and Pelitical Involvement By Diverters To
Distant-8fgnal Local News and Non-Diverters,

CHI SQUARE
Frequency of o | Co- 2
watehing news p= .094 -

(OFTNEWS)

Interest in , : .
loeal i1ssues : p= .517 -
. (INTISSUE)

Informed on o
local issues p= .789
(INFOISSUE) '

Interest in
loeal politiesn : p= .081
(INTPOL) . .

Véte in local
eleetions X _p= .858
(OFTVOTE) .

Level of community
invelvemont p= .US50
(TNVOLVE);

Community organization

gpmbership (ORGANIZ) p= .848

Lo o R N

# R . . . <

"Live here next year p= .756 N
(LIVENEXT)

Li¥e here in five ps 020
years (LIVEFIVE)
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